Overview
this report summarises the results of a follow-up study to a three year project to estimate the prevalence of 'problem drug use' (defined as use of opiates and/or crack cocaine) nationally (England only), regionally and locally. the follow-up was carried out two years after the final sweep of the original project, so could therefore be considered as 'sweep 5'. an overview of the national and regional estimates are presented in this report, as are comparisons with the estimates produced by the third sweep of the study. Estimates for 2007-08 are not available as a study was not commissioned for that year.
information about the number of people who use illicit drugs such as heroin, other opiates or crack cocaine is key to formulating effective policies for tackling drug-related harm as these drugs are associated with the highest levels of harm. it also helps inform service provision at the local level and provides a context in which to understand the population impact of interventions to reduce drug-related harm.
Direct enumeration of those engaged in a largely covert activity such as the use of class a drugs is difficult and standard household survey techniques tend to underestimate the extent of such activity. indirect techniques making use of various data sources offer a more reliable way of calculating prevalence estimates for the use of opiates and/or crack cocaine. the estimates presented in this report are derived using two indirect measurement techniques: the capture-recapture method (crc); and the multiple indicator (mim) method. these methods are described in detail in hay et al., 2006 and hay et al., 2007a . methodological developments throughout the course of the previous three sweeps are discussed elsewhere (hay et al., 2007b, hay et al., 2008) . the individuals covered by this study were people aged 15 to 64 and resident in each Dat area, and known to be using heroin, methadone, other opiate drugs or crack cocaine. 3 shows that, nationally, the markedly highest prevalence rate is in the 25 to 34 age group. this was also the case across individual regions. the north East has the highest rate in this age group with just over 30 per thousand aged 25 to 34 years, followed closely by Yorkshire and the humber with 28 per thousand. london has the highest prevalence rate in the 35 to 64 age range which, at just fewer than 11 per thousand, is much greater than the other regions. london also has the highest prevalence rate in the 15 to 24 age range, but, at just over 10 per thousand population, the prevalence rate is not much higher than that found in the north East. Overall in 2008-09 there were an estimated 321,229 problem drug users in England; in 2006-07 it was 328,767. the slight changes between the two sweeps of the study were within the margins of error around the estimates, and so are not statistically significant and do not represent a real decrease. however, there was a significant decrease in the national estimate of opiate users between the two sweeps. there was an increase in the levels of crack cocaine use; however, that increase was not statistically significant. ,767 322,128 340,196 321,229 316,684 329,025 -7,538 -20,150 2,463 TaBle 6 table 6 shows that there have been fluctuations in the estimates of problem drug users across the regions from sweep 3 to sweep 5. however, there was only one region with a statistically significant difference: the north East with a significant increase. 1 1 Population density was not used as an indicator in sweep 5 but was used in the previous sweeps. the decrease in london will be due in part to the exclusion of population density as an indicator. the inclusion of this indicator appears to inflate some london Dat estimates derived using the multiple indicator method; further detail of this can be found in the report www.nta.nhs.uk/facts-prevalence.aspx. the impact of this exclusion on the national estimates was less than half of one per cent. further results and a detailed explanation of the methodology used to produce these estimates can be found here -www.nta.nhs.uk/facts-prevalence.aspx TaBle 7   table 7 compares the age-specific opiate and/or crack cocaine estimates between sweep 3 and sweep 5. there were decreases in the 15 to 24 age group and the 25 to 34 age group estimates. Both were statistically significant. there was, however, a statistically significant increase in the number of opiate and/or crack cocaine users in the older 35 to 64 age group. While an increase of approximately 8,000 problem drug users in that age group may initially appear strange, it should be noted that, if there are just under an estimated 140,000 opiate and/or crack cocaine users in the 25 to 34 age group, then it could reasonably be assumed that there could be approximately 28,000 opiate and/or crack cocaine users who would be aged 34 in sweep 3 but 35 or 36 in sweep 5. thus the increase of about 8,000 in the older age group is likely to be due to an ageing drug using population, rather than people over the age of 34 beginning to use drugs such as opiates or crack cocaine. 
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